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ABSTRACT 
This paper explores the problematic legacy of deculturalisation in the education of 
Indigenous primary school students in Australia. The authors observed the curriculum 
provided at a government school for Indigenous children in a rural community. They 
discuss how a model of white supremacist schooling operates as an agent of 
assimilation, and becomes pivotal to the attempt to eradicate Indigenous cultures. In 
exploring challenges and dilemmas for teacher educators and education policy makers 
arising out of these issues, the paper continues the postcolonial debate about forging 
creative approaches to cross-cultural and anti-racist education for Indigenous children 
in their community contexts.  
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
“ This community is a good place. People come and go because there are not 
enough jobs or funding for jobs. So we have problems with alcoholism, and 
vandalism, because there are no jobs. Aboriginal culture needs to be taught. 
Student teachers need to do teaching practice out here, to help them become 
familiar with the community. Aboriginal teachers are also needed here, from 
here. There is not enough preparation to become teacher aides. We parents 
need to sit with the children to see they do the work. Guided by the teachers 
our children can succeed.” (Interview 1 with an Aboriginal  teacher aide). 
 
This paper is the first of two in which we describe curriculum and teaching issues in a 
rural state primary school in an indigenous Australian community which we visited. 
Our overall aim is to consider the type of curriculum and pedagogy offered to children 
in a rural indigenous community and how this relates to the kind of professional 
education that teachers perceive themselves to have received. The focus of the present 
paper is on the nature of the curriculum and pedagogy we observed, the children’s 
interests, and the material context in which this curriculum takes place. In the second 
paper, Teachers as ‘two-year tourists’ in an Australian state school for Aboriginal 
students: dilemmas of curriculum, agency and teacher preparation, our focus is on 
the teachers in the school – their perceptions of their careers, their views of the 
curriculum and on how things could be improved, and their comments on their 
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university preparation for teaching. We explore the implications of these factors for 
changing the current teacher education curriculum.  
 
Our visit to the school was facilitated by permission from the Principal to observe 
classes and interview those teachers who were willing to talk with us, and to talk with 
children whose parents had signed a note agreeing that they could do so. Our writing 
was informed at various stages of its development by feedback from some of the 
teachers we interviewed, and from a range of other educators of both indigenous and 
non-indigenous descent, at the university level as well as in the State Department of 
Education. Our framework of analysis is informed by a postcolonial perspective 
which deconstructs and challenges racism, linking it to its European colonial roots. 
Racism continues today as the systematic, naturalized mistreatment, degradation, and 
misrepresentation of people of colour that is built into and expressed through the 
“normal” functioning of the various social, political and cultural institutions of 
society. As an entrenched neo-colonial cluster of practices in white-dominant 
societies, racism is so taken-for-granted that it is often invisible and unrecognised by 
the perpetrators and in some forms, even by those targeted. In many educational 
institutions, the racism in pedagogy, the curriculum and social relations draws much 
of its power from the fact that it continues to be entrenched in the wider society. 
 
The beginning quotation by an Aboriginal teacher’s aide touches on some of the 
difficult issues on which we have pondered while reflecting on our field research. One 
issue was the apparent dissonance between the statement of our interviewee that ‘this 
community is a good place’ and the manifest problems in the community. Our 
interviewee was putting both sides of the picture of a community about three 
generations old. Like most Indigenous communities in rural Australia, it is 
geographically isolated in the sense of being many hundreds of kilometres (in this 
case, about five hours drive) from the nearest large town. The community suffers 
from deep socio-economic problems. The economic impoverishment of most of its 
inhabitants stemmed from a 95% rate of unemployment. Since there was almost no 
work except for that done by transient whites in government institutions and white-
owned enterprises such as the supermarket and the pub, most adults depended on 
government welfare payments. The land was so dry and arid that no viable agriculture 
was possible. There was simply no productive economic base. It was one of many of 
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this kind of location to which Australian governments consigned diverse cultural 
groupings of indigenous people in the 19th and early 20th centuries, a dumping ground 
in which to place Aboriginal people whose lands had been seized by the state or by 
white Australian farmers and graziers. The strength of the community was the 
attachment felt for it amongst people who had grown up there and had buried their 
relatives there. Some felt a deep love for it, and wanted their children to study at 
school and do well. “We parents need to sit with the children to see they do the work. 
Guided by the teachers our children can succeed.” We pondered over whether these 
hopes of an Aboriginal mother were realistic. Could most Indigenous children do well 
in the kind of educational circumstances that we witnessed? Our interviewee also 
believed that that ‘Aboriginal culture needs to be taught’ and that ‘Aboriginal 
teachers are also needed here, from here’. We considered what this belief would 
imply about how the school needed to change in order to improve the students’ 
educational chances. 
  
Our observation of teaching. 
We went into this primary school not knowing quite what to expect. We had a general 
idea that teachers placed in an indigenous state-run school like this one would have 
had some special preparation in teaching a curriculum oriented towards the 
appreciation of Indigenous students and their culture. What we saw was a 
conventionally organised school in which a group of hard-working, caring, young 
teachers, almost all of them white Australians, were carrying out an exclusively 
Anglocentric curriculum. This curriculum drew its content, images, pedagogy and 
ethos from Anglo-Australian culture, ignoring Aboriginal or even multicultural 
content and history in spite of being located in an Aboriginal community. This left us 
with a sense of confusion and shock. To see that this was happening in spite of the 
teachers all having four-year Bachelor of Education degrees from several universities 
in the state was disturbing. We took a considerable period of time to reflect on this 
experience and to discuss it with many educators. By way of background, these points 
should be made clear: 
 
First, the main focus of our critique of the curriculum in the school we visited is the 
inadequate preparation of the teachers, rather than the teachers themselves. We 
understand very well that teachers cannot teach what they do not know, and 
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understand the severe constraints that this group of teachers was experiencing of 
inadequate resource materials, a Eurocentric teacher preparation curriculum, and lack 
of guidance about suitable pedagogy. Second, this research is a case study, a snapshot 
of the school at a particular point in its history. The organisation of the school and the 
curriculum that we saw in operation had been developed over several years. But 
things were changing. The current principal was a newcomer who had only been there 
for a few weeks. This principal had many exciting and creative plans as to how the 
school could be improved to meet the needs of the community more effectively, and 
was trying to work out how these broad aims could be balanced with narrower goals 
of raising test scores in maths and literacy.  
 
Thirdly, observations in a case study are not necessarily generalisable to other similar 
cases. The school is similar to some but different from other schools in indigenous 
communities, as we point out in our broader comparative study of four schools for 
indigenous children, where we show that wide variations in curriculum, pedagogy, 
and school culture can occur (Hickling-Hudson and Ahlquist: 2003). However our 
experiences as teacher educators in Australia and the USA suggest to us that the 
school discussed in our two articles in this journal resonates with a model of 
schooling that commonly occurs in British-derived societies.  
 
We visited all the classrooms in the school, from Grade One to Grade Six. We 
observed lessons and classroom materials, talked with children and teachers in 
classrooms and outside of them, had semi-structured, taped interviews as well as 
informal conversations with teachers, teacher aides and other staff, and visited the 
library and computer room. We observed children informally on the playgrounds 
before, during and after school. We based our analysis on transcripts of our 
observations and interview material. The first step of our analysis was to categorise 
our description according to the four issues which stood out for us – issues of 
pedagogy, of achievement and attendance, of curriculum content, and of resources. 
 
i) Pedagogical  issues 
Classrooms varied greatly in their organisation. Some were bleakly traditional, with 
rows of desks facing the teacher and minimal displays of pictures or children’s work. 
Others were visually beautiful with many pictures and interest corners. Teaching 
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techniques matched the classrooms. Some teachers were practising creative and 
progressive pedagogical techniques, for example, working with small groups, and 
organising children to do independent individual work. Others were using mostly 
didactic methods, focusing on ‘chalk and talk’ and encouraging rote memorisation of 
content rather than comprehension. This kind of pedagogy was clearly not catering for 
the learning style of students whom one teacher described as being ‘very visual and 
hands-on’. 
 
We observed that the male teachers, with one exception, paid less attention than the 
females to creating attractive classroom environments for the children. The 
classrooms of female teachers teaching children in the younger grades were the most 
attractively and artistically decorated and displayed more student work on the walls. 
Several of the men teachers felt that “tough discipline” was needed, and that women 
teachers were less respected and valued by the students because they were not as 
openly assertive. There was clearly a gender hierarchy among the teaching staff, and 
the women teachers seemed to accept the fact that the men had the majority of 
leadership positions in the school.  
 
ii) Issues of achievement and attendance 
The literacy level of most students at the school was well below average. Teachers 
told us that most children had only attained a Grade 3 literacy level by the time they 
left the school at Grade 7. This was blamed on poor attendance.  We were told that 
“It’s not a very traditional community and elders don’t have the respect that they once 
did. Even if they tell the kids that it’s important to come to school; kids don’t 
necessarily obey” (Interview 2 with Teacher 1). The notion of punctuality within a 
rigid timetable, a concept on which Western society places high value, was not a 
primary concern for many of the students at the school. We were told that most 
children only attended school about fifty percent of the time. Irregular attendance was 
seen as one of the most serious problems that the school faced; and teachers felt that it 
accounted in large part for the poor educational results. One solution that they had 
implemented was to sound a loud siren at the beginning and end of the school day, in 
the hope that this would structure attendance and punctuality. It was not working.  
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Literacy levels were, however, apparently improving in the lower grades. Earlier in 
the year, most of the Grade Two children had passed the Year 2 ‘Net’, a test 
administered by the State Government to monitor literacy levels. But there were 
concerns that in this improvement, girls were doing better than the boys, in attitude, 
attendance and outcomes. Some teachers felt that the boys had a harder time with 
schoolwork because ‘they don’t like being told what to do’. When we asked some 
children of about eight years old to read to us, we found that they had memorised the 
words of several of their favourite stories. Not much ‘real’ reading was going on in 
any of the classrooms. This resonates with the comments of researchers such as Rose, 
Gray and Cowey (1999) who observed many Indigenous primary students 
memorising basal reader sentences so that they appeared to be reading, in order to get 
praise from the teacher.  Though a few were reading more complex texts, they were 
doing so ‘without the comprehension necessary to get enjoyment from what they were 
reading’: due to the ineffectiveness of the pedagogy, they were not ‘learning to 
engage with literate texts’ (Rose, Gray and Cowey, 1999:29).  
 
iii) Curriculum issues 
The overwhelming impression that we gained of the curriculum was the hegemony of 
images of the dominant, white Australian culture. The visual presentation of this 
school was strikingly similar to many schools in White-dominant countries. There 
was one exception – a large Aboriginal mural on one outside wall. Apart from that, 
the school buildings, their design and layout, the games fields, the playground 
equipment, the layout of classrooms and the pictures on classroom walls, could have 
been located in any rural community in most wealthy Anglophone countries. The 
walls were covered with pictures from Western fairy tales and rhymes: Snow White 
and the Seven Dwarfs, Cinderella, Little Red Riding Hood, The Gingerbread Man, 
Humpty Dumpty, Incy Wincy Spider, The Three Little Pigs, often with Disney posters 
portraying these characters. In the blistering December heat of Australia, children 
were decorating a Christmas tree with the same kinds of Anglicised blonde angels, 
paper reindeer, Santa cut-outs, icicles of silver tinsel and flakes of artificial snow that 
are also, incongruously, used by many Black communities in the Caribbean.  
 
There was no art on the walls that reflected the children’s Aboriginal culture; no 
pictures of the native animals and plants; no examples of outstanding Aboriginal art, 
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culture, leaders, or their contributions to the society, locally or nationally. There was 
no recognition that these students were Aboriginal, no map of their rural community, 
no globe of the world, and no sense of the history of this school and the community it 
served. Lacrosse and cricket were the team games that some students were playing. 
An art class being run by one of the teachers was encouraging children to use large 
easels and bold colours, but all of them were painting in a stylized Western way that 
is typical of young children’s ‘art’ in the Eurocentric curriculum. For example, one 
girl of about seven was creating a picture of a house by painting a square topped by a 
triangle for the pointed roof and a chimney with curling smoke; while some of the 
boys were painting rigidly imitative versions of trucks and cars. It was little wonder 
that such images came from the brushes of students who could nowhere in the school 
see their families, their connection to the community, their history, the artistic 
traditions of their people, or other contributions to the society. On other occasions we 
have been shown pictures painted by indigenous children who have been immersed in 
the rich tradition of Aboriginal art, and they show this influence in a style very 
different from the children’s art that we saw in our case study school.  
 
Clearly, the curriculum revolved around the dominant culture knowledge and 
experiences of the ‘Anglo’ teachers. We found no books, at any grade level, which 
portrayed Australian Indigenous children or their culture. In each classroom the 
bookshelves were full of stories about White people. When students in some classes 
were asked to construct scrapbooks, they used magazine pictures from White journals 
that the teachers had brought to school for them. Sentences written on the chalkboards 
spoke not of the students’ experiences, daily events, or concerns, but of content that 
was unfamiliar and decontextualized, with little or no connection to these children’s 
daily lives. It was not the presentation of strange and new material that concerned us 
so much as its uncritical and decontextualized nature, and the total immersion of the 
children in it. It seemed to us that the high absenteeism of the students was a 
defensive response to the epistemic violence of such a curriculum. 
 
iv) Resource issues     
This school was obviously not a poor one – there was an abundance of toys, art 
materials, equipment for outdoor sports and play, decorations for the classrooms, class 
sets of books and a well-stocked canteen. What was lacking was culturally relevant 
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material reflecting Indigenous histories and awareness of how they fit into the global 
scheme of things, ethnic diversity, and an Aboriginal focus. We were shocked at how 
minimal the library resources were. The library was a small room in disarray, with 
books piled in boxes and stacked on the floor. Here, as in the classrooms, there was 
no evidence of a globe, atlas, world map, or local map, and no children’s books or 
curriculum materials reflecting ethnic diversity. However, there was a row of shiny 
new computers that some of the children were trying out. The new principal was 
committed to building a viable library for the school. Meanwhile, the teachers were 
doing as best they could with few suitable book resources. One explained that the 
reason for using so many illustrations in the form of magazine cut outs and posters of 
fairy tale characters in the Disney style was that it was easy to get these materials – 
some of them, indeed, had been donated – whereas it was difficult to get materials 
that illustrated local cultures and environments. Yet in a visit to another indigenous 
school we observed Australian-designed posters and drawings that resonated with the 
Australian environment and culture, including animal posters that reflected the 
animals living in the outback. 
 
A poignant observation from one teacher was that “The kids love music, but there is 
no music teaching” (Interview 2 with Teacher 1). Yet students indicated that they had 
listened to global and world music, and had memorized lines from particular songs, 
especially from Black musicians in the U.S.A. We wondered whether there was no 
teacher that could have used this keen interest in popular music as the basis of 
teaching some music in the school. 
 
 Snapshot of the schoolchildren 
We talked and interacted with many of the children. They were warm, very friendly 
and polite, talkative and full of energy and expressiveness, more so than most other 
schoolchildren we have encountered in urban centres. Whatever might have been the 
problems of their community, these children showed no overt signs of being affected 
by them. We were strangers, but they expressed friendliness, curiosity and physical 
warmth, touching our skin and our hair, holding our hands as we walked to classes, 
hugging us, sitting on our laps, telling us about their parents, asking us about our 
families, and showing us their drawings. It was delightful to be with them and talk 
with them. A schoolgirl in the upper grade elementary class informally asked one of 
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us, during a break between classes, “Where did you get your earrings?” When the 
reply was, “In Mexico”, the student, in a very friendly, quick response said, “You 
travel around a bit, don’t you?” (Interview 3 with students). 
 
From talking with the older students (Grades 6 and 7) we learnt that they were heavily 
exposed to a narrow range of Western media, especially through television and 
videos. Satellite television is watched by a majority of the community. Children said 
they watched videos frequently, and their favourite ones suggested that they were 
seeking out black role models. For example, ‘Cool Runnings’, a film about a 
Jamaican bobsled team, had been seen seven or eight times by many students. “Men 
in Black”, another film starring black actors, had also been seen over seven times by 
many students. Several students said that they ‘loved’ Janet and Michael Jackson, 
Snoop Doggie Dog, Soldier Crab, and Tupak, all USA black entertainers, or music 
groups, some of whose songs were dominated by themes of sexism, drugs and 
violence. Other popular films included ‘The Lion King’, ‘Antz’, and ‘Bambi’. 
Favourite television shows included ‘The Simpsons’, the ‘Showtime’ cartoon 
network, ‘Wheelsmith’ and wrestling (Interview 4 with students). One teacher said 
that he felt that the children identified more with Tupak and Snoop Doggie Dog than 
with Aboriginal culture (Interview 5, with Teacher 2). The impression we received 
was that the older children absorb a Western capitalist version of popular culture 
through their immersion in TV. They had sought out global Black performers, but 
appeared to have very little access to their own powerful Aboriginal culture through 
the media or their school curriculum. 
 
Many of the younger children were energetically playing informal sports — cricket, 
soccer and lacrosse on games fields; gymnastics on outdoor bars. For the most part 
students were quiet and attentive in their classrooms, listening, concentrating on tasks 
set by their teachers, or working in small groups. But from the information which the 
teachers gave us about the children, we learnt that some teachers had had to make a 
firm stand about disruptive behaviour in order to achieve these compliant classes. 
Students from the older grades (children aged 10 to 12) were apparently not as easy to 
‘manage’ as the younger children.  We were told by a teacher of the older children 
that some of them showed behaviour problems at the start of the year – “swearing, 
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fighting; being disruptive. We (the teachers) exercised very strict discipline – we sent 
children home if they couldn’t behave.” (Interview 6 with Teacher 3).  
 
The irregular attendance of the students was the issue that engaged most of the 
attention of the teachers whom we interviewed. The small size of the classes we 
observed was due to the fact that fewer than half of the enrolled students were at 
school. Most teachers told us that they were trying hard to improve attendance, but it 
seemed that their efforts were not having much success, as can be seen from the 
interviews. One teacher said that “Students generally show up for school in the 
morning, but leave before school is formally out. So, afternoon classes are very small” 
(Interview 7, with Teacher 4). “The kids’ attendance is very poor,” said another 
teacher. “I’ve tried a few things to get them all here, for example, a breakfast 
program, and incentive charts, but they didn’t work. Some kids I never see, some 
come every day, others only part time. Attendance fluctuates throughout the day as 
well - some go home in the afternoon. I tried setting homework and at first they were 
keen, but the pencils and folders I have for them kept disappearing so I gave up. And 
all their older siblings wanted to do their homework for them, so you never knew who 
was doing it. They play, or they go and play cards; they go home and sleep, or hang 
around the café.” (Interview 8, with Teacher 5). Another teacher said that she was 
disheartened over the attendance problem. “There’s an over use of TV. They watch a 
lot of movies and videos, and watch the same ones over and over – I think they are 
de-sensitized by the violence.” (Interview 9, with Teacher 6).  Teacher 3 said that 
when students only attend school one day a week,  “there’s a vicious circle of learning 
difficulties. Last year I had a few ‘bads’ in my class. Yet attendance somehow 
improved for two or three hours in the afternoon. I think it was because of the elders 
in the community.” (Interview 6, with Teacher 3) 
 
Teacher 5 suggested a long-term solution to the problem with attendance and 
scheduling. “It would be good to mesh the school and community schedules better, 
rather than assume that the regular daily routine is culturally congruent and acceptable 
to everyone. We have been experimenting with having arts and drama, movement and 
sports on Fridays, because as the week progresses towards Friday, fewer and fewer 
students show up. So academic content is generally stressed from Mondays to 
Wednesdays, and after that students participate more in cultural events and sports.”  
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(Interview 8, with Teacher 5). This timetabling approach seemed to us a flawed one, 
offering arts, drama and sports only to a few. It would have been more creative to 
integrate ‘academic content’ into these subjects throughout the week as a way of 
making learning more interesting and attractive to the children.  
 
The more experienced teachers felt that the children in this community had different 
learning styles from ‘mainstream’ (i.e. white Australian) children. The teacher who 
described the students as “very visual and hands-on” went on to say that “many are 
hearing-impaired for reasons of poor health during pregnancy and infancy. They have 
fluctuating hearing. All classrooms have a monitor and microphones that cut down 
this hearing fluctuation.” (Interview 10, with Teacher 7). We asked what were the 
arrangements for the children’s secondary schooling. It was explained that most of the 
older students would go to secondary schools far away from their community. There 
were about five of a class of thirty who showed academic promise, and they were 
likely to go to independent boarding schools. Others were likely to go to the State 
High schools in towns of the State. One teacher observed that the girls performed 
better than the boys in literacy/numeracy outcomes, and felt that student attitude and 
attendance were key factors that explained these outcomes. Another teacher 
commented that in the homes of most students “there is no paper, pencils, books, or 
other school materials. We tried using incentive charts to motivate the children, but 
most of these incentives didn’t work. Maybe the content wasn’t relevant to their 
lives.” (Interview 11, with group of teachers). 
 
There was an evident mismatch between the teachers’ culture and that of the 
community.  The Aboriginal identity of the adults to whom we spoke (teacher aides as 
well as those on the school administration staff) seemed strong, but no teacher 
mentioned this in interviews. From what teachers told us, life for most adults in the 
community revolved around the problems of unemployment and low education levels.  
Our observations and chats with the children suggested that most of them were 
interested in a dominant-culture version of Black culture obtained from the US, from 
Australian and Jamaican entertainers and from movies. The teachers, ignoring this 
background, were providing a narrow, middle-class and Anglocentric curriculum that 
was clearly culturally incongruent. 
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The Community and the Beginning Teacher.    
A beginning teacher in this rural Aboriginal community almost invariably experiences 
culture shock. Through talking informally with the teachers outside of the school 
setting, we built up a picture of what it felt like, from their perspective, to find 
themselves suddenly thrust as newly qualified teachers into this context. We ask 
readers to imagine the situation. You are young, white and used to city life. You have 
not had any university coursework that specifically teaches you about the culture or 
history of Australia’s indigenous peoples, and you have some very stereotypical and 
patronising notions of what Aboriginal culture is like. You have had no preparation 
for teaching for ethnic diversity, either methods or curriculum. You have gone 
through a two day workshop provided by the State Department of Education, by way 
of orienting you in a general way to teaching in Aboriginal communities. You find 
yourself in the unusual and uncomfortable situation of being in a minority – a handful 
of whites in a sea of black people. The stark problems of the community, which 
impact on the education of the children, quickly become apparent. You teach as best 
you can, realising that your university preparation gave you inadequate skills for 
coping with such a situation. Socially, you stick with the other teachers, having little 
interaction with adults in the settlement. This may come from shyness or a lack of 
perception of any mutual interests. You try to leave the community on the long drive 
to the nearest urban centre every weekend and holiday. You look forward to 
completing your two years so that you can leave for good. The main thing motivating 
you to ‘stick it out’ are the incentives you have been offered as an additional 
monetary stipend, and a chance at getting placed at the school of your choice when 
you finish your two year ‘tour of duty’. 
 
Half the population of this community is under 16, and most of their parents are 
unemployed  because the settlement has no productive economic base. Goods are 
much more expensive in the shops here than in urban centres. Little entertainment is 
available except through satellite television. Leisure pursuits include swimming and 
football, but there is no theatre, cinema, or community centre. The only public artistic 
activity in the community comes from a male dance group which performs and 
practices outdoors on an irregular basis. There is a pub that is the centre for much 
routine social life, but teachers don’t frequent it. Nearly everyone is receiving some 
form of welfare, but the women get additional aid because of child allowances and 
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other services. Therefore, men are in a position of relative lack of economic power in 
contrast to women. As a result, family problems including domestic violence abound, 
and women frequently have to seek shelter in the women’s crisis centre. There are 
severe health and social problems: very high infant mortality, low longevity (average 
age of death: 46), and occasional epidemics rarely seen in wealthier communities, 
although in the last few years there has been some improvement in general health. 
Eighty percent of the primary school students suffer some degree of hearing loss due 
to infant health problems. Physical abuse, alcoholism, and unemployment are so 
prevalent that they affect nearly everyone’s upbringing.  
 
In spite of problematic issues in the community, it is a place where Aboriginal people 
have lived for many decades, since the early twentieth century. They have retained 
some of their original languages as well as the English lingua franca. Although 
outsiders generally have a negative view of the place (for example, one of our 
interviewees living in an urban centre called it ‘a dusty hell-hole of a place’), some 
community members have come to love it as their home, with its own lifestyle, 
culture and community issues. Many parents, such as our interviewee quoted at the 
beginning, have faith that better education will make a big difference to improving the 
community. 
 
‘Postcolonialising’ – challenging colonial legacies in schooling. 
The cultural implications of the Anglocentric curriculum can best be understood, and 
contested, by using postcolonial perspectives being explored by academics in 
education (for example Willinsky, 1998, Crowley, 1999, Hickling-Hudson, 1998, 
1999, Ahlquist, 2000, 2001, Tikly, 2001,). As Vicki Crowley (1999:101) points out, 
‘Schooling is peopled through the legacies of colonialism and the full weight of 
epistemic violence and oppressive power’. Our backgrounds dispose us to place 
enormous emphasis on postcolonial, anti-racist perspectives. As educators we have 
been deeply influenced by our painful experiences of racism and discrimination in 
different settings, and by our striving to counter this racism. One of us is black and 
one white, but in the variety of environments in which we have taught in the USA, the 
Caribbean, England and Australia, both of us have seen and felt how racist, sexist and 
class socialisation play havoc with identities and behaviour. ‘Race’ ideology has 
many people defining their groups within unnatural borders of inclusion and 
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exclusion based on artificial, socially constructed concepts of cultural hierarchy. The 
racism systematised in schools and other educational institutions helps to ensure an 
unequal, unjust distribution of power, privileges and resources in favour of the 
dominant culture, at the expense of other groups. From this flows not only curriculum 
distortions and omissions, but also everyday hostilities including insults, aggression,  
and defensive yet harmful tactics such as dropping out of school. This perspective 
sees the inequities of European colonialism as still being evident in the organisation 
and the monocultural curricula of many schools in Australia and other White-
dominant countries - not only of schools provided for rural settlements such as the one 
that we visited. Such neo-colonial legacies are also clear in the ethos of much of the 
teacher education curriculum that prepares teachers for these schools. We suggest that 
‘postcolonialising’ on the part of educators involves naming and challenging the 
negative legacies of colonialism and their continuation in neo-colonial practices in the 
education system, investigating underlying epistemologies and discourses, and 
exploring how to construct alternatives. 
 
Many implications flow from the situation we witnessed, and others like it, for 
understanding prevailing models of schools and of teacher preparation programs. 
First, we argue that, in communities of forced settlement, both the structure of the 
community and the model of the school established by the colonisers, operated as 
agents of deculturalisation and assimilation, and continue to do so today. We discuss 
the nature of the assimilationist curriculum, the logic of resistance of indigenous 
children to an oppressive schooling, and the need for change. In our second paper, 
focusing on the teachers, we argue that university teacher preparation plays a 
significant role in reproducing this institutional racism. We conclude by discussing 
how educators can improve their practice by embracing goals of a global/ local, 
culturally relevant curriculum. 
 
Community and school as agents of assimilation. 
Communities of forced settlement are legacies of British colonial rule over 
Aborigines in Australia. Aborigines suffered mass deaths from the British invasion as 
a result of massacres and introduced diseases, and many of the survivors were forcibly 
removed from their traditional lands as white settlers and governments seized 
possession. There are still many of these communities (for a list of them see Fesl 
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1993: 195 – 207), especially in the northern, tropical parts of Australia. Together with 
their schools, they have been structured as agents of assimilation in a neo-colonial 
society. They are intended to socialise indigenous people for fitting into an unequal 
society which, in spite of equality rhetoric and some genuine improvements in the last 
third of the twentieth century, continues to keep them at the bottom of the ladder.  
 
Although these communities should also be seen in the broad and positive context of 
the Indigenous heritage of over 50,000 years of a rich and sophisticated culture, the 
outcomes of Australian policies for Indigenous people indicate that racism and the 
cultural imperialism that goes with it are still serious problems. About 27.3% of 
Indigenous people live in rural areas (AusStats, 2000), and many of these rural 
Indigenous communities continue to be isolated and plagued by poverty. A child born 
to Indigenous parents, on average, will live 20 years less than a child born at the same 
time to parents of the wider community. The rate of incarceration of Indigenous 
Australians is more than fourteen times greater than that of the wider community. 
Indigenous unemployment is three times the national average, and incomes are less 
than two thirds those of other Australians (AusStats, 1999a). Indigenous people daily 
face prejudice and discrimination when trying to find a job, rent a home, obtain 
services in shops and banks. Although educational participation and outcomes are 
improving, they are still seriously below those of Australians of other ethnic groups. 
The educational discrimination against Australian indigenous people is immediately 
obvious from the patterns of low literacy levels, low rates of secondary school 
completion (about 7 percent compared to a national average of 86 percent), and low 
participation in university education (1.3 percent compared to a national average of 25 
percent) (AustStats, 1999b).   
 
An understanding of communities such as the one we visited is clarified by the 
anthropological analysis of two other similar communities put forward by John Von 
Sturmer in his article on ‘The place of the community in the educational process’ 
(1994). He points out that these communities were regarded by white administrators 
as instruments of education – the most important single means of attempting to 
Westernise, Anglicise and ‘modernise’ Aboriginal people. Removed from their 
homelands, they were expected to live together in ways that could be expected of 
people in a ‘normal’ Anglo-Australian country town. They learned a cash economy 
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through the store, learned to accept an inflexible Western housing style designed for 
the nuclear family, and learned a Western style of specialised employment for wages. 
Even when some recognition started to be given to cultural pluralism, this was limited 
by its interpretation as expressive culture, with no recognition or encouragement of 
traditional social institutions or social forms. The communities remained instruments 
of assimilation. White ‘staff’ including missionaries, teachers, administrators and 
shopkeepers remained ‘the directors and the controllers: the Aboriginals are the 
directed and controlled. Certainly this is how they perceive their position’ (Von 
Sturmer, 1994: 131).  
 
This analysis of the role of the school in the assimilation process is directly applicable 
to schools such as the one we visited. Teachers tend to form a closed enclave remote 
from the community, and they symbolise for Aborigines ‘the remoteness and 
strangeness of Western knowledge’ (Von Sturmer, 1994: 135). Their profession calls 
upon them to play a de-personalised and ethnocentric role which Indigenous people, 
unused to such dichotomies, have difficulty understanding. The schoolteacher 
becomes ‘just another figure in the white authority structure: a person who is not a 
kinsman (sic) but is in a position to punish, a person who can get a policeman to drag 
one to school if one plays truant. The school is just another branch of the law’ (Von 
Sturmer, 135). The sort of knowledge taught in school has little to do with the 
knowledge required by the society. The parents are involved very little in the school; 
there is almost no link between schooling and employment; and the school follows a 
centralised curriculum and timetable that makes no concessions to community life, 
hence high rates of absenteeism (Von Sturmer, 136). It is those who yield to the 
pressures of assimilation that ‘succeed’ best (see Wooltorton, 1997: 37). 
 
The power imbalances in the community we visited created many elements of despair 
and confusion in the social situation for everyone involved. The majority of people 
had little control over their daily lives, or over the future of their children’s lives. The 
situation of almost total unemployment means that parents as well as children cannot 
hope to get jobs in the community and thus improve their life conditions. The students 
know that if they want a job, they will have to go to high school, perhaps travel 
hundreds of miles away, to prepare for faraway employment. This creates a paralysing 
situation for parents and it must dampen student motivation, which in turn has an 
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effect on their educational outcomes, as well as creating tremendous anxiety about 
their futures. If they seek a high school education, that means leaving family and 
community. Even if they complete high school, their chance of getting employment 
that will provide a liveable wage in an urban centre is slim. This situation does not 
motivate children in these rural communities to become engaged learners.  
 
The assimilationist curriculum – ‘never an honest project’ 
Educational failure in such societies should not be seen in terms of personal or 
motivational factors on the part of students but as a failure of educational policy (Von 
Sturmer, 1994:129 & 136). The lack of middle class ‘cultural capital’ in communities 
such as the one we visited means that parents cannot help their children to succeed 
just by pressing them to learn the Western norms demanded by the school. In a 
community in which there is no economic base, and in which work outside of the 
community is not guaranteed, people must feel that it doesn’t matter whether they get 
an education or not. Whether they are educated or not, they are unlikely to get a job. 
They are placed in a ‘dammed if you do, dammed if you don’t’ situation. 
Complicating the situation further is the realisation that if children do succeed in the 
Western education system, they are likely to be ‘lost’ to their community both 
physically (seeking work elsewhere) and mentally (taught to disconnect from their 
community, family, and culture). Justified rage might be viewed as a natural response 
to such dehumanizing conditions. 
 
The dominant assimilationist, Western paradigm of education continues to function in 
Australia as it does in most countries of the world. When an Anglocentric framework 
dominates school knowledge, the implicit message is that that framework is the only 
one worth learning about. This devalues other cultural frameworks and other people’s 
identities and histories and operates as a strong instrument of deculturalisation (Spring 
1999). Perpetuating and giving legitimacy to only this framework is ethnocentric and 
racist, not least because the racialised thinking with its roots in 19th century Europe is 
built into the framework (Willinsky, 1998). The assimilatory narrative of nation 
taught by the Australian school is, as Kalantzis and Cope (1999: 249) point out: ‘an 
expectation that all children would end up with singularly “Anglo” affinities, 
identifying themselves with the British Monarch as head of state, the Westminster 
system of parliament, the English common law, and speaking English without a trace 
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of the accent of another language’. Assimilation, however, was not an honest project. 
The intention was never to provide equitable social access. Rather, ‘the name of the 
game was to keep difference the way it was’ (Kalantzis and Cope, 1999: 249) – that 
is, to keep a racialized, hierarchical status quo in place.  
 
The traditional approach to western pedagogy is as problematic as the content of the 
curriculum. The danger is that it is teaching self-centred individualism, competition, 
decontextualized and fragmented content, the remoteness and abstractness of 
knowledge, and the authoritarianism of white teachers (Christie, 1994a). This is 
undesirable for all students, but particularly so for Indigenous minorities. The 
Eurocentric curriculum is overwhelmingly invasive. In spite of its self-perception that 
it is teaching the individual child for ‘freedom’ and ‘democracy’, it is actually 
confining, moulding and shaping children, from early childhood, to fit into conformist 
slots. It often wipes out their curiosity and creativity. It distorts non-European culture, 
and the uncritical use of material such as some of the stories and films from the 
Disney tradition contributes to this distortion (see Michel, 1996). It also 
systematically humiliates certain groups of ethnic minority children by putting 
barriers in the way of success. Literacy taught in this framework is a manifestation of 
assimilationist ideology. White literacy and white media together can be instruments 
of cultural genocide (Christie, 1994 b). The curriculum reflects a lack of 
connectedness to local, national and global realities; it is not adequately located in 
place, time or space, and serves to maintain the status quo. In general it is banking 
education, attempting to fill students with de-contextualized dominant-culture 
knowledge, in a fragmented, dehumanised, passive and rote manner (Freire, 1977). 
 
Student resistance 
It is well known that Indigenous student absenteeism, disruptive behaviour and non-
cooperation with teachers is evidence of alienation and resistance to a curriculum 
which fails to respect students; their histories, social relations and their culture. This 
seems borne out by the situation in our case study school. Besides absenteeism and 
habitual disconnection from school tasks such as homework, a strategy of resistance 
taken by the students was the amount of time they spent listening to music and 
watching videos from Black cultures. It seemed to us that this made two statements – 
firstly, that the students were connecting with global Black cultural achievement, 
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revelling in the comfort of seeing Black people as the stars of music and film, and 
secondly, expressing pride in being Black, seeing it as positive and dynamic, giving 
them hope of being able to counter the heavy weight of an exclusionary and 
oppressive White culture. This is an understandable and creative response on the part 
of the children, because their own identities are not represented positively, if at all, in 
the dominant media or at school. However, their anti-school resistance leaves them in 
a contradictory situation. Disconnecting from the schooling provided for them may 
help them to resist humiliation, boredom and shame, but it is also likely to sever them 
from opportunities to get into a career pathway. Thus it can negatively affect their life 
chances. Additionally, there is the danger that some of the films and entertainers that 
the children loved may be perpetuating problematic and undesirable messages. As 
Rattansi (1999: 98) points out, some new Black cultural forms ‘have attempted to 
reconstruct traditional masculinities [and] have colluded with or actively promoted 
misogynistic and homophobic currents’. This underlines the need for a critical, 
culturally relevant curriculum addressing, among other things, the relation of various 
types of expressive culture to student interests. 
 
Conclusion 
In this paper we have discussed a case study of the schooling provided by the 
Australian government and White teachers to an Indigenous community at the end of 
the 20th century. We reflected on this data from a postcolonial perspective, discussing 
our case study school as typical of a neo-colonial model that was meant to erase the 
culture of Indigenous people and assimilate them into the least powerful stratum of 
Anglo-Australian society. The overlapping dilemmas of education for Indigenous 
people in remote communities originally established through forced colonial 
settlement are vividly summed up by the words of the Aboriginal teacher aide quoted 
at the beginning of this paper. As she points out, these communities have enormous 
problems, particularly stemming from the lack of jobs. At the same time, she 
subjectively sees her community as a good place, loved by many of those who have 
come to regard it as home. Parents want their children to have a good education. Their 
perception is that successful participation in education is convertible to economic 
capital in the dominant economy, and they are confident that their children can 
succeed if they are guided by teachers and helped by parents. The dilemma here is 
that formal education poses a complex cultural problem in pushing individuals to the 
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point where ‘the individualisation of what were once communal societies is now 
widespread. For the past two hundred years, formal education has been not only 
Australian society’s tool for change but also the mechanism of domination and 
colonisation. No Indigenous student ever escapes this realisation and all feel its 
pressure’ (MCEETYA, 2000: 48).   
The Aboriginal teacher aide whom we interviewed was clear in her desire that 
Aboriginal culture should be taught in school, and that there should be more 
Aboriginal teachers in the system. She also wanted to see more student teachers doing 
their practice teaching in her community, so that teachers could become more familiar 
with its culture. Her observations imply how education would need to change to 
promote schooling of the kind that she was advocating. Schools and teacher education 
institutions would need to find a way of balancing and blending the imperatives of 
teaching Aboriginal and Anglo-Australian culture, and of improving the educational 
chances of Indigenous students in a flexible, culture-sensitive way (Tripcony, 1995, 
Morgan and Slade, 1998). Alliances and collaboration with teachers who have 
developed successful Aboriginal studies programs and curriculum would be a step in 
the right direction. Teachers should be sought from Aboriginal communities, and 
white teachers should be educated so they learn about the culturally relevant histories, 
backgrounds, languages and social issues of the students that they will teach.  
 
Given all the elements of assimilation and oppressiveness in the model of schooling 
that we witnessed, a major issue for deeper analysis is that of the clearly unequal 
relations of power in such a community. To challenge inequality, people in such 
situations need to be able to draw on the norms both of powerful, dominant Anglo-
Australian culture, and of traditional and the best of modern Aboriginal culture. 
Fundamental steps in countering colonial legacies would include building an 
economic base which would provide meaningful local employment, and demanding 
creative assistance from the government to overcome the imposed disadvantages of an 
arid location, distance from urban centres, inadequate transport, and inadequate 
education. Such communities need extra help from leaders, activists, and teachers in 
other Aboriginal communities in becoming reconnected with their cultures, 
celebrating their contributions, affirming their languages, articulating pride in their 
identities and insisting on more effective opportunities for decision-making. 
Initiatives in this direction are taking place all over Australia. But there still remains 
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the challenge of pulling these initiatives together in a powerful social movement 
claiming equity, social justice and ethical practice with relation to the special needs of 
the kind of community we have described.  
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INTERVIEWS 
All interviews cited in this paper took place during field research at the case study 
school in December 1998. 
Interview 1 with an Aboriginal  teacher aide 
Interview 2 with Teacher 1 
Interview 3 with students 
Interview 4 with students 
Interview 5, with Teacher 2  
Interview 6, with Teacher 3 
Interview 7, with Teacher 4 
Interview 8, with Teacher 5 
Interview 9, with Teacher 6  
Interview 10, with Teacher 7,  
Interview 11, with group of teachers 
 
 
 
 
 
